THE MAGNATES

that matter? Do you think we've nothing else to worry about?" he
said, making no effort to control his anger. "If necessary 111 impose
silence while my father has his food."

His breathing was noisy and his fingers moved to his collar.
Jacqueline was about to reply tartly that it would be much simpler
if she went out for her meals; but her mother-in-law looked sorrow-
fully at her. Trapped between the flickering life of the Patriarch and
the pretended heart-disease of the giant, the two women were silent.

"And anyway, why isn't Francois here?" asked old Siegfried after a
moment or two.

"He might have had the decency to let us know," Noel grumbled.
"We're not a restaurant."

Jacqueline, deciding to say no more, managed to give her silence an
air of disapproval. She had just caught a glance exchanged between
the butler and the footman and said to herself that this kind of scene
could never have taken place before the servants in the La Monneries'
house. "We set some store by our servants' respect." Frangois was
undoubtedly the only Schoudler who had any dignity; he was really
unexpectedly nice considering his family. But what could he be doing
at this time of day?

The front door banged.

"It must be him," said the Baronne.

Listening, Jacqueline thought she recognized her husband's step on
the front stairs, then decided that she must be mistaken.

Dinner progressed in a silence broken only by the noise of knives and
forks. Jacqueline hardly ate anything at all. An innocent phrase of
the Baronne Schoudler's about one of their Jewish relations sent the
Patriarch, who had misheard her, into a fit of anger.

"My father was already converted, and I was ... humph .. . baptized
at birth," he shouted. "But we have never denied our origins...
humph... although since then we have always married Catholic
wives!"

At that moment there was a sudden noise somewhere in the house
beyond the thick walls and numerous rooms.

"What's going on?" asked Noel. "It must be in the kitchen ..."

A moment later Jeremie, the old valet, came into th<? room, his face
pale, his hands trembling. He went straight to Noel and whispered in
his ear.

The giant turned pale, threw down his napkin and rushed from the
room.

Jacqueline felt an irrational anguish, as if an iron bar were being
twisted in her chest; she dashed out behind her father-in-law, closely
followed by the Baronne Schoudler.

"What, am I being left all alone?" demanded the Patriarch.

Noel, standing with widespread arms at the door of Francois's room,
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